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Since August, the Central American governments have reinforced their efforts to promote
environmental-protection programs through the regional Sustainable Development Alliance
(Alianza para el Desarrollo Sostenible, ALIDES). In addition, since June the isthmian governments
have hosted a series of international conferences reviewing environmental concerns and
sustainable-development policies throughout Latin America. Since the regional governments agreed
to form ALIDES in 1994, few programs have been launched through the Alliance, largely because
of a chronic lack of funds to finance environmental projects, as well as lackluster efforts by the
countries to push sustainable-development policies forward (see NotiCen, 06/13/96).
Consequently, at the last two presidential summits in December and May, the governments
reaffirmed their commitment to search for funds to finance ALIDES's agenda of environmentally
friendly development programs in Central America. That, in turn, led to the Canadian government's
agreement in May to join Mexico and the US as extraregional sponsors of ALIDES, which the
isthmian presidents had requested during a summit with Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chretian
in Ottawa May 16-17 (see NotiCen, 05/30/96). Then, in June, the Central American and Mexican
governments signed an agreement to create a Mesoamerican Biological Corridor to safeguard
the region's flora and fauna by clearly delimitating strategic zones targeted for environmentalprotection programs (see NotiCen, 08/08/96).
Against this backdrop, at the end of August the regional governments began a new push to
inventory projects to be funded through ALIDES. As part of an agreement among the region's
environmental ministers and authorities, each of the Central American governments has been
organizing national- level forums to compile a full list of proposed development projects. Once
the lists are complete, the regional ministers will prepare a compendium that estimates the full
costs of the proposed projects and prioritizes them at the national and regional level. The Central
American presidents will then use the compendium to seek financial aid and technical assistance for
sustainable-development programs during the second Summit of the Americas, which will be held
in Bolivia in December.
At the summit to be attended by 34 heads of state from throughout the Western Hemisphere,
plus representatives from multilateral lending institutions the participants will promote the use
of renewable energy sources in Latin America and seek a regionwide commitment to sustainabledevelopment policies (see NotiSur - Latin American Affairs, 08/16/96). The isthmian governments
hope to secure assistance agreements with lending institutions and some governments during the
summit. According to Honduran Environment Minister Carlos Medina, preliminary calculations
suggest that some US$20 billion is needed to finance the full ALIDES agenda of development
projects. In preparation for the summit, in late August a technical commission of Central American
specialists met in Panama to begin outlining steps to push forward the Mesoamerican Biological
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Corridor. The commission is currently compiling an inventory of the endangered flora and fauna in
the region, as well as the geographical regions that are either already considered "protected areas"
or that should be legally incorporated into the biological corridor.
Once these preliminary tasks are finished, the Central American governments will draw up project
proposals to be included in the ALIDES compendium of development programs requiring foreign
financing. And, coinciding with these meetings, government officials from El Salvador, Honduras,
and Nicaragua recently held a two- day conference in Honduras to design an ecological-protection
plan for the Gulf of Fonseca. The three countries share territorial rights and exploitation of maritime
resources in the gulf. Fishing is particularly heavy, especially for shrimp, and the shores of the gulf
are densely planted with a variety of crops, such as sugar cane, watermelon, and cotton.
"Our goal is to enforce sustainable development of the gulf's resources, promoting activities
that do not abuse the environment," said Becky Mayton, a technical advisor in the Honduran
Environment Ministry who represented that nation at the conference. "Our countries are concerned
about overexploitation of the gulf's natural resources, which has had an ecological impact and,
consequently, an economic impact."
According to Mayton, the three countries are preparing a map of the gulf basin that will outline crop
cultivation along the shores. Once the map is complete, the governments will launch a program
to educate local officials and farmers on sustainable agriculture and fishing. In addition, protected
areas will be created around the gulf. The Mexican and Danish governments are providing technical
and financial assistance for the ecological plan. The three governments, however, say that the
current effort is just the first step in a "global plan" to protect the gulf through ALIDES development
programs, which will require much more financing from other sources. Although the US$20 billion
estimate for ALIDES is perhaps overly ambitious, the multilateral lending institutions and many
foreign governments will likely be receptive to funding requests for environmental-protection
programs.
ALIDES has so far generated very favorable reactions in the international community, since it
is seen as a novel effort to consolidate Central American integration within the framework of a
comprehensive development program that will help the region to better compete in the global
economy. Moreover, in a landmark conference in Washington in late 1995, the principal multilateral
lending institutions agreed to make adequate funding available for environmental-cleanup and
sustainable-development programs in developing countries. At the conference, the Inter-American
Development Bank promised to work toward channeling half its annual loans into social and
environmental development programs. Reflecting the new emphasis on the environment, from
1991-1995, IDB lending for projects designed to address environmental and natural-resources needs
rose at an average annual rate of 35.7%, with a total of US$4.8 billion loaned to Latin American
countries during that period.
As of year-end 1995, the IDB had loaned a total of US$298 million for environmental projects to
the five Central American common market countries: Costa Rica (US$105 million), El Salvador
(US$77 million), Guatemala (US$41 million), Honduras (US$40 million), and Nicaragua (US$35
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million). A large percentage of the loans from the multilateral lending institutions and from foreign
governments are being used to finance private-sector environmental projects to more directly
involve the business community in sustainable- development programs. In June, for example, the
IDB helped set up a US$12.5 million fund Corporacion Financiera Ambiental which will invest in
small Central American companies that supply environmentally beneficial goods and services.
The projects, which will range in size from US$100,000 to US$700,000, will be channelled into
such areas as water treatment, energy efficiency, sustainable agriculture, forestry, recycling, and
ecotourism. Such initiatives are likely to be enthusiastically received by domestic and foreign
firms given the rapidly growing business opportunities in the environmental sector. According to
estimates by Environmental Business International, a San Diego-based consulting firm, the market
for environmental products and services in Latin America reached US$7 billion in 1995, and in
the next five years it is expected to grow to twice that level. "Trade liberalization, infrastructure
development, privatization, and strengthened environmental legislation and awareness are
combining to create terrific opportunities for US environmental firms in Latin America," read a
recent report by the US Department of Commerce, cited in the Sept. 23 edition of the Mexico-based
daily newspaper The News.
In fact, the US Agency for International Development (USAID) has announced a new program to
help US environmental- technology companies with credits and data on potential opportunities
in Latin America. In Central America, as of late 1995, the US government had approved five
pilot projects to encourage foreign investments in programs that result in reduced emissions of
greenhouse gases. Among the projects are a solar-electrification program in Honduras, a windpower project in Costa Rica, and a forest-management program in Belize. US firms, ranging from
utility to wind-power companies, are involved in funding these projects.
Meanwhile, alongside the effort to seek funding to push ALIDES forward, the Central American
countries are becoming a magnet for international conferences on environmental concerns and
sustainable-development policies. In late June, Panama hosted the annual meeting of the Latin
American and Caribbean Forestry Commission (COFLAC), where some 100 experts from more
than 20 countries analyzed advances in forestry-protection policies and laws since the beginning
of the 1990s. That same month, Panama also hosted the eighth International Symposium on Corral
Reefs, marking the first time the symposium has been held in a Latin American country. About 1,200
scientists from 60 nations attended the event, which focused on the effects of fishing, tourism, and
sedimentary pollution on the world's corral reefs, as well as recommendations for their restoration
and protection.
Also, Sept. 14-18, scientists from around the Americas met in San Jose, Costa Rica, to examine the
relation between environmental degradation and natural disasters. The issue has gained more
attention in Central America in the aftermath of Hurricane Cesar, which ripped through Costa
Rica and Nicaragua in late July. The hurricane, which caused about US$200 million in damages,
allegedly destroyed much more infrastructure and killed more people than would have otherwise
been the case because of extensive deforestation and other environmental deterioration, which
eroded natural defenses (see NotiCen, 08/29/96).
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At the conference, scientists argued that, as an essential component of sustainable development,
policy-makers must take steps to reduce the vulnerability of infrastructure in the face of natural
disasters, given that extensive environmental degradation, combined with poor construction and
lack of preventive measures, has led to chronic calamities in developing countries. That, in turn,
represents a major strain on local economies. "When a mangrove swamp is indiscriminately cut
down, a natural defense against damage from hurricanes or tsumanis is lost," said Stephen Bender,
who represented the Organization of American States (OAS) at the conference. "Thus, it's possible
and necessary to calculate the cost of such factors on the economy, such as construction of dikes or
other barriers to replace the mangroves. Just as environmental- impact studies have been made a
prerequisite for any project under consideration, we propose that natural-risk studies also be made
mandatory."
Finally, Oct. 21-26 more than 300 representatives from 50 countries will participate in the world's
first conference on air pollution in developing countries, to be held in Costa Rica. The conference
will analyze three broad areas: environmental legislation to lower air pollution, measures to control
toxic emissions, and techniques to monitor the level of pollutants in the air. [Sources: International
Market Insights, 03/01/96; Tiempo (Honduras), 07/02/96; Reuter, 06/19/96, 06/20/96, 08/30/96;
Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 07/07/96, 08/09/96, 08/30/96; The
News (Mexico), 09/23/96; Agence France-Presse, 06/23/96, 06/24/96, 08/15/96, 10/03/96; Inter Press
Service, 08/25/96, 09/01/96, 09/15/96, 10/07/96]
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